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conservation message, succinctly embedded in the text, is 
clear without being overwhelming.
 Deviations from accuracy are generally only a minor 
annoyance (for example, the “common” flicker should be 
more appropriately called a northern flicker), or almost 
reach the point of exaggeration. For example, big bluestem 
is described as “stretch[ing] skyward until it is as tall as a 
man on horseback . . . . ” While historical records suggest 
that, strictly speaking, big bluestem could reach this height 
under ideal growing conditions, it is misleading to imply 
that it generally does so today; under normal growing con-
ditions in the northern portions of its range, for example, I 
would expect big bluestem to be quite a bit shorter than a 
rather small man on a rather small pony.
 Although the maps provided are useful and interesting, 
I found myself frustrated that there was no detailed map of 
the locations referred to in the text. For instance, it seems 
unreasonable for anyone but local Manitobans to know 
where Birds Hill and Grand Beach are; readers’ understand-
ing of the development of the prairies would be significantly 
improved with the addition of a detailed map.
 The only significant disappointment in the book is 
the chapter on the people of the prairies. Mislabled in the 
table of contents, the chapter is disorganized, Eurocentric, 
and hard to follow, in sharp contrast with the fluent and 
fluid chapters that focus on natural history. At the very 
least, a basic description of the historical Native American 
cultures that inhabited the tallgrass and aspen parkland 
systems would seem to be in order, but is lacking.
 Despite this disappointment, The Land Where the Sky 
Begins is an engaging tribute to two diverse and underap-
preciated ecological systems. It is likely to be lightly infor-
mative to even prairie ecologists, and of significant interest 
to the general public. I am currently debating which of my 
family members will get copies for gifts . . . probably the 
most telling recommendation of all. Nicola Koper, Natural 
Resources Institute, University of Manitoba.
Food and the Mid-Level Farm: Renewing an Agricul-
ture of the Middle. Edited by Thomas A. Lyson, G.W. 
Stevenson, and Rick Welsh. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2008. xvii + 296 pp. Figures, tables, maps, notes, refer-
ences, appendix, index. $62.00 cloth, $27.00 paper.
 The central question of Food and the Mid-Level Farm 
is both complex and fascinating: how can we renew an ag-
riculture of the middle? To a large degree, the answer lies 
with what we think an “agriculture of the middle” is.
 For decades, we have heard of a trend toward “bi-
modal agriculture” in which there are very many small 
farms, relatively few giant corporate operations, and not 
much in the middle. Most discussions of this “middle” 
go no farther than the scale of the operation, that is, the 
acreage, number of animals, and that sort of thing. The 
approach here moves us into richer territory: the “middle” 
is a marketing phenomenon. Some farms are too big to 
rely on direct marketing, but too small to be viable in a 
world of global contracts and input processing.
 The various chapters of the book seem to take differ-
ent views on what is the “middle” and, therefore, what 
policies should be pursued. There are recommendations 
in some chapters that appear strictly related to scale, and 
others favoring policies that presume most farmers in the 
middle either are, or ought to be, bigger siblings to farms 
that market products directly to consumers. It is here, I 
think, that the book could use some clarification. We are 
told more than once how many farms fit the scale criteria, 
but information on how many fit the market criteria is 
much harder to find.
 There are four sections to the book: motivation for 
concern about the agriculture of the middle; various ways 
agriculture might be organized to better serve that part 
of our farming system; strategies for bringing consumers 
and mid-level farms closer together; and policy direc-
tions. Apart from any concern the reader might have for 
an agriculture of the middle, many of the chapters provide 
strong background for the study of even broader issues 
facing today’s farming system.
 Are most midsized farms no more than the trailing 
edge of a massive shift to a global commodity system? 
Can they be saved with redirection toward markets that 
meet more specialized consumer preferences? And can 
anything be done for the midsized farm if, as one chapter 
says, “our purpose is not to challenge or change commod-
ity agriculture”?
 Questions such as these will be with us for years to 
come. Food and the Mid-Level Farm should be required 
reading for all who seek the answers and policies a sus-
tainable 21st-century agriculture will require. Richard 
A. Levins, Department of Applied Economics, Emeritus, 
University of Minnesota.
Remaking the North American Food System: Strate-
gies for Sustainability. Edited by C. Clare Hinrichs and 
Thomas A. Lyson. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2007. 370 pp. Figure, tables, maps, notes, references, 
index. $45.00 cloth, $29.95 paper.
 Today’s food system is in need of remaking, to be sure. 
There is a sense that we have lost our way, as food-related 
